[The biological function of auto-induced expression of the hepatitis C virus soluble core protein].
To investigate the biological role of auto-induced expression of hepatitis C virus (HCV) core protein (protein C) using a recombinant protein in an in vitro cell-based system. The PCR-amplified full-length HCV protein C gene (573 bp) was inserted into the pET28a prokaryotic expression vector. The recombinant plasmid was transformed into BL21(DE3)pLysS E. coli to achieve high-concentration expression of the recombinant C protein by auto-induction. The recombinant protein C was purified by Ni-NTA affinity chromatography, and tested in a protein binding assay for its ability to bind the HCV NS3 protein. The transformed E. coli produced a large amount of recombinant protein C, as detected in the sonicated supernatant of the bacteria culture. The antigenic reactivity of the recombinant protein C was confirmed by western blotting. However, the recombinant protein C could not be purified by Ni-NTA affinity chromatography, but co-precipitated with the HCV NS3 protein. Soluble recombinant protein C was successfully expressed by auto-induction, and shown to interact with the HCV NS3 protein, which provides a novel insight into the putative biological activity of this factor in HCV-related molecular processes. Future studies of this recombinant HCV protein C's crystal structure and antigenicity may provide further clues to its biological function(s) and potential for clinical applications.